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Isabelle Côté is Professor of Tropical 
Marine Ecology in the Department of 
Biological Sciences at Simon Fraser 
University, in Vancouver, Canada. She 
pioneered the use of meta-analysis 
to reconstruct ecological changes 
on coral reefs and measure the 
effectiveness of marine protected 
areas at enhancing fish and their 
habitats. She is actively involved 
in marine protected area issues in 
Canada. She was awarded the Marsh 
Award for Conservation Biology of 
the Zoological Society of London in 
2009 for contributions of fundamental 
science to the conservation of animal 
species and habitats.
What turned you on to biology 
in the first place? I am certainly 
not one of those people who knew 
from a young age that I was going 
to be a biologist. Biology was my 
weakest science in school, and I much
preferred physics and chemistry. 
A ‘career test’ I took in my mid-
teens suggested that I should try 
medical school. I didn’t get in, thank 
goodness! During the first year of my 
biology degree — my fallback option 
at McGill University — it became 
clear that I had neither inclination 
nor aptitude for physiology and cell 
biology. My marks were so atrocious 
that I tried to bail out of biology, but 
I wasn’t allowed to switch mid-year 
so I stayed — call it fate. The second 
year was much better, as I selected 
a specialty and took whole-organism 
biology courses. By my final year, I 
was thriving. The first biology course 
I loved was invertebrate zoology: so 
much diversity, and so much of it in 
the sea. I think that I eventually grew 
into biology because the people who 
taught me at McGill’s now defunct 
Institute of Oceanography seemed  
to love what they did.
Why coral reefs? A rather odd 
choice for a Canadian, isn’t it? 
I suppose it is odd, but McGill 
University owns a field station in 
Barbados. That’s where I did the final 
course of my BSc — an independent 
study to measure the extent of the 
mass mortality of the sea urchin 
Diadema antillarum on Barbadian 
Q & A reefs, which was an event that would have profound consequences for 
coral reefs around the Caribbean 
region. I also sat in, just for fun, on 
a behavioural ecology course at the 
University of the West Indies. If there 
was ever a turning point for me, 
that first trip to the tropics was it. I 
discovered a way to ask and answer 
fascinating questions about the natural 
world and an ecosystem that inspired 
endless such questions. I did try to 
‘escape’ the pull of coral reefs. The first 
MSc project I tackled was on walrus 
vocalizations in the High Arctic, which 
I abandoned after a year in favour of a 
study of mate choice in a small coral 
reef fish. My PhD was on a colonially 
breeding temperate freshwater fish. 
However, although the questions were 
right for me, lake habitats never turned 
me on like coral reefs.
Do you have a favourite paper? 
I do. It’s Bill Hamilton’s 1971 paper 
in Journal of Theoretical Biology 
entitled ‘Geometry for the selfish 
herd’. The first line is “Imagine a 
circular lily pond.” I don’t think there’s 
ever been a more delightful way to 
begin a paper. No one could get 
away with that nowadays. The rest 
of the paper is great too! Hamilton 
uses the example of frogs sharing a 
pond with a snake who always takes 
the nearest prey to illustrate how 
marginal predation can select for 
gregarious behaviour. It was a clear 
argument for how herds, flocks and 
schools can form because of the 
benefit to individuals of seeking cover 
among conspecifics. This paper was 
important in shaping some of my 
thinking about the evolution of fish 
breeding colonies during my PhD.
If you knew then what you know 
now, would you make the same 
choice? Yes, with little doubt, minus 
the medical aspirations. The one 
thing I would do differently in terms 
of training would be to take lots of 
economics classes and more math. 
Economics in particular would 
have been a great foundation for a 
behavioural ecologist, and a benefit 
in its own right now that I am keenly 
interested in conservation.
In recent years, your research 
has shifted to become more 
applied. Has this been a conscious 
decision? My work has indeed 
become more conservation-oriented. 
 I think it is partly due to my limited 
attention span. I get bored quickly, 
so I’ve changed focus several times. 
But really, it is mainly a response to 
my own perception of how the places 
where I work have changed, and not 
for the better, over time, as well as a 
growing interest among my students 
to tackle research that provides useful 
answers. 
What role do you think scientists 
should play in public debate and 
policy regarding the environment? 
I believe less and less in the ivory 
tower. In fact, since moving back to 
Canada, I’ve been dragged out of it by 
local non-governmental organizations 
putting pressure on the government 
to implement more and better marine 
protected areas. I have a body of work 
behind me that gives me authority 
and legitimacy, and a training and 
knowledge of literature that allow me 
to assess and summarise evidence. 
This makes me a good person to 
deliver unbiased conclusions about 
the scientific state of play in marine 
protected area research. I think that 
every academic scientist has both the 
ability and a duty to contribute  
to solving problems of society. 
What is your greatest ambition  
(in research)? For my research (or 
that of my students) to make a real 
difference to coral reef conservation. 
What bit(s) of advice would you offer 
to young biologists? Follow your 
heart. There is more to biodiversity than 
birds and mammals. Choose the right 
questions, and answer them in words 
that are less than four syllables long. 
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